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But the first excursions into politics came in the nineties as a
rebound from rude and discouraging blows on the industrial
front, especially in the bitter strikes of the shipping and
pastoral occupations during 1890-1, memorable incidents in
the struggle for union recognition. The failure of the strikes
and the imprisonment of labour leaders convinced the trade
unionists of the futility of industrial action in face of hostile
governments. "It is clear," declared William Spence, the
organizer of the Shearers, "that only through the ballot-box
can we expect to destroy the power of monopoly and obtain
justice/' The struggle for amelioration was promptly shifted
into politics, but when this action was taken the industrial
strength of labour was already considerable. Henry George
wrote of the Australians, after his visit in 1891, that "trade-
unionism has with them reached a more powerful develop-
ment than anywhere else/'2
The immediate and distressing social circumstances in
the nineties further explain the entrance of labour into
politics. The decade was racked by extravagant speculation
in land, the collapse of inflated prices, the restriction in
public expenditure, the failure of banks, widespread un-
employment, accompanied by poverty and discontent. No
extensive open frontier existed like that in North America,
with free and well-watered land to attract the man of small
means and relieve his needs.3 Collective action by restless
workers was stimulated, not merely by the grim facts of the
time, but by the inspiring example of British labour, which
under the zealous tdrive of Keir Hardie and the Independent
Labour party had begun in the nineties to emphasize the
tactic of political action. Australian labour, always pro-
foundly impressed by the doctrinal ferment in contemporary
England, was promptly influenced by the Independent
Labour party, with its apostolic enthusiasm in face of adverse
circumstances.4 Indeed, workers in Sydney and Melbourne
5An article by Henry George on Australia appeared in the Cosmopolitan,
January, 1891.
3Carter Goodrich has discussed the contrast between Australia and America
in "The Australian and American Labour Movements" (Economic Record, IV,
1928, 193-208).
4The British influence on Australian Labour in the eighties is traced in
T. A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, IV, 1833-1937.